THE ATTACKS ON THE COIIUNNA ROAD
Bilbao Reds, was given the pick of the Red militia there*
all the foreign units which had been trained at Bilbao,
and all that was left of the notorious corps of Asturlan
miners and dtnamiteros. All told he had 35,000 men^
and was well equipped, being furnished with fifty Russian
tanks, two hundred field-guns, and over a thousand
machine-guns. With this force he attacked General
Arganda in command at Oviedo. Arganda had but eight
thousand Nationalists, mainly second-line troops, with
him. But Nationalist second-line troops, though possibly
not good in the offensive, are excellent troops in defence,
and so Belarmino Tomas found to his cost.
The position at Oviedo is (and has been ever since the
city was relieved in October) very peculiar. The National-
ists marched into Oviedo from the west, that is from
Gahcia. Their road into the city is through a defended
passage-way in the hills which is rarely more than eight
to ten miles wide. On every other side the mountains
are held by the Reds, and so Oviedo is like a little white
peninsula jutting far out into a deep Red sea This was
obviously an ideal spot for a surprise attack. The Reds
came to within a few hundred yards of the eastern outer
suburbs of Oviedo, were there held in check for a week,
and then a fortnight later driven back to their starting-
posts. During these weeks of fighting Belarmino Tomas
lost more than half his effectives, despite the fact that
they were the picked troops of the Bilbao Red army, and
he was recalled to explain his defeat.
The mechanised units, withdrawn from General
Moscardo's forces in the south, were free to move off,
and so at last everything was in place for the expected
Nationalist offensive. Even then it was hoped that the
offensive might begin on the 3rd or |th of March, but
261